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A churchyard in Bermuda seems an unlikely place to diag- 
nose pulmonary embolism, especially after 150 years. The 
diagnosis is difficult enough even today. In 1815, when 
Midshipman Richard Dale died, the entity of pulmonary 
embolism had not yet been described. 
In an Anglican churchyard in St. George, Bermuda, I 
happened upon an ancient ombstone with a compelling 
inscription: 
In memory of Richard Sutherland Dale 
Eldest son of Commodore Richard Dale 
of Philadelphia in the US of America 
and midshipman in the US Navy 
He departed this life at St. Georges, Bermuda 
on the 22nd day of Feb AD 1815 
age20yrslmol7da 
He lost his right leg in an engagement be ween 
the US Frigate President and a squadron 
of his Brittanic Majesty’s ship of war 
on the 15 da of Jan AD 1815 
His confinement caused severe complaint 
in his back which in a short ime 
terminated his life 
At the time of his death, no one could have known why 
the midshipman died. It struck me immediately that Richard 
Dale must surely have suffered from pulmonary embolism. I 
wasn’t sure when pulmonary embolism was first described, 
but I suspected that it was after 1815. 
Ironic, too, that the naval encounter with the British 
squadron that ook Midshipman Dale’s life happened several 
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days after General Jackson drove rhe British fro 
eed, both events took place after t 
ded the War of 1812. The Treaty 
been signed in Brussels on December 24, 1814 
shipman Dale put out to sea. It was before the 
communication. Probably a good thing for Gealeral J ckson. 
Btherwise be would not have been the hero of New Or- 
leans, an ever president of the United States. 
The epitaph on that tombstone made me curious about 
Midshipman Richard Sutherland Dale. Through a good 
friend, then Captain William Cox, later to become Vice 
Admiral and Surgeon General of the U.S. Navy, 1 was able 
t>) learn a great deal about the life and death of this young 
man. The U.S. Navy has records in great detail going back to 
the War of 1812 and probably much earlier. 
Dr. Cox searched the naval archives and found two 
letters written by Commodore Richard Dale, father of the 
midshipman. He produced photocopies of letters in the 
commodore’s own hand, 
The first, dated June 30th, 1812, was addressed to Secre- 
tary of the Navy, Paul Hamilton, thanking him for midship- 
man’s warrants for his two sons, Richard and Montgomery. 
He went on to say: 
They are presently at St. Mary’s College. They have been 
there for four years . . . the first of October next. Richard. I 
c:ipe,ct, will quit college this summer. Montgomery will 
continue rthree years longer-qualified tocommence onthe 
duties of a midshipman 1 will then see that hey comply with 
the content of ycur lettsr. I am not of the same opinion of 
many of my profession that o make agood se&man d good 
officer it is necessary toput young lads on board a ship as 
midshipmen at the age from 14 to 16 years old. I think the 
time of a young man can never be so well employed until he 
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e age of 17 to 89, respects himself and his fn~ture 
progress through life as well as the good of his country as in 
experience sholrld my bo 
go in the Navy ! will not crop their instincts provided I see 
ployment. For them idleness is a bane of all 
give them the advantage Q ucation as 
ch else to give them. I will y by them 
and trust to Cod f01. the rest. 
Dr. Cox also found a ietter dated February 22, ISIS, io 
was mortally wow 
I arrived here from Bermuda today [presumably back in the 
United States-I was unable to read the date line S.L.W.j. 
1 left there on the 6th . . . left your son in a co~~o~ab~e state 
. . . entirely out of danger and nothing but time wanting to 
restore him to health-1 saw hi 
has every attendance necessary and B have left him a credit 
for any amount he may wish. . . . [Then, as now, young men 
away from home have need of money S L.W.j He would 
have written to me but having been away from the ship that 
morning the doctor requested that he woulC no~ lest he might 
fatigue himself. He has lost his leg below the knee. I regret it 
most sincerely for I must be permitted to state that more 
noble spirit never served his country-I have lost a noble 
ship, Sir, but i shall satisfy the world thai there has been no 
loss of honor. . . . 
n 181.5, before the diagnosis of pu 
ever been made, its course was as 
and unpredictable as it is today. It 
beguiling for Stephen Decatur as it is still for the most astute 
ccntemporary doctor. 
Navy files from that remote day record not only the death 
of Richard Dale but the information that his brother, 
Pornone an 
rely these was no reaso 
losis and cancer. 
~r~vei~hier, under 
matter and fu-t 
perceptive. Bt was almost 
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in Tripoli. Even today, our navy patrols the Mediterranean 
and may be in action before these words are published. 
Fathers till strive to educate their sons and send them on 
to honorable careers-all too often to have Xfe’s best hopes 
end in tragedy. Fighting navy commanders still lament the 
loss of ships, but concede no ioss of honor. It was this same 
Stephen Decatur who said, “Our country! . . . may she 
always be right; but our country, ri 
those words were debated less in 
would be today. 
The more things change t 
Then as now, ~u~rno~ar~~ emb 
unexp death. ar of 1812 we have P 
much diseas Still there is no less of 
